EXCAVATION   AND   EXPLORATION                  157

On reaching Ilchi, the present chief town of the Khotan district,
definite evidence was obtained of the practice of forgery of 'old
books' and possibly of other ' antiques/ This made it particularly
important to obtain specimens of antiquities from distant sites in
the desert northward, through small parties of treasure-seekers
accustomed to visit them. Their return could not be expected before
a month. The interval was utilized for an expedition into the high
K'un-lun range due south of Khotan, until then practically unex-
plored. In spite of the very difficult nature of the ground and the
increasing winter cold, it became possible to map for the first time
the deep-cut gorges holding the upper course of the Yurung-kash
river and the great glacier-clad mountain range which rises above
it to peaks close on 22,000 feet, dividing the Tarim basin from the
Aksai-chin plateau of north-western Tibet.

The weeks following the month's survey work saw me occupied
with the examination and survey of ancient localities within the
Khotan oasis. Specially important was the site of the ancient capital
at the hamlet of Yotkan, clearly indicated by Hsiian-tsang's descrip-
tion. Most of the small antiques previously collected from Khotan
had been obtained here in the course of gold-washing operations
carried on for years in 'culture strata' over which irrigation, aided
by wind-carried fine sand from the desert, had deposited thick layers
of silt or "alluvial loess.' A considerable collection of interesting
terra-cotta figurines, small relievos in metal and stone, engraved
seals showing the influence of classical art, etc., was acquired on
the spot.

On December yth my winter campaign in the desert was started
by setting out for a distant site to the north-east. The treasure-
seeking party that had brought from it specimens of miscellaneous
small antiques knew it as Dandan-oilik. At the oasis of Tawakkel,
three marches down the Khotan river, stringent instructions issued